W aste management is a complex and challenging issue affecting a wide range of patient care providers and settings (eg, hospitals, pharmacies, long-term care facilities). According to the World Health Organization, 1 health care waste (HCW) includes sharps, nonsharps, blood, body parts, chemicals, pharmaceuticals, medical devices, and radioactive materials. The safe management of waste is integral to protecting health care workers, waste handlers, and the community at large.
Focusing on pharmaceutical waste in the community setting, we know that drugs can enter the water system directly when they are placed in the trash in a permeable or nonsealed container, flushed down the toilet or sink, or buried in the ground or indirectly via urine, feces, sweat, and shower run-off (for topical medications). Current wastewater treatment plants do not have the necessary filter systems to remove these products from the water. Both California and Washington State have prohibited direct disposal of most drugs into the sewage system.
To address the direct pathways through which drugs can enter the water system, federal guidelines on the Proper Disposal of Prescription Drugs by the Office of National Drug Control Policy were established in October 2009. 2 The guidelines state that prescription drugs should not be placed down the toilet or drain. They should be mixed with an undesirable substance (ie, coffee grounds, kitty litter), placed in a disposable container, and placed in the trash. Drugs with specific disposal recommendations can be found on the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) Web site (http:// www.fda.gov/Drugs/ResourcesForYou/Consumers/ BuyingUsingMedicineSafely/EnsuringSafeUseofMed icine/SafeDisposalofMedicines/ucm186187.htm); these include most controlled substances. Additionally, pharmaceutical take-back programs are offered in many states and allow patients to return unused or expired medications for proper disposal. Collected medications are then incinerated. Currently, 21 states offer pharmaceutical take-back events. 3 To date, the concern about the disposal of drugs directly into the water supply has been aimed mainly at outpatient medications (tablets, capsules, liquid formulations) and not toward hospitals, skilled nursing facilities, or clinics that utilize intravenous (IV) medications. However, these clinics are some of the largest utilizers of medications. According to Tri-TAC's p Guidelines for Pharmaceutical Disposal at Hospitals and Clinics, IV medications containing only saline solutions, lactate, glucose, electrolytes such as potassium, and multivitamins are considered acceptable for disposal into the sewage system; IV medications containing chemotherapeutics, controlled substances, and antibiotics should not be disposed directly into the sewage system. 4 Tri-TAC recommends the utilization of pharmaceutical waste containers for products not recommended for sewage disposal.
The practicality and feasibility of the Tri-TAC recommendations remains unknown. Hospital Pharmacy is interested to hear how your pharmacy manages and educates health care professionals regarding the safe management of pharmaceutical waste.
